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Abstract 
 
The arrival of a new chief executive officer (CEO) heralds both the promise and 
opportunity of organizational change and adjustment. This case study explores the 
challenges and opportunities of taking a strategic approach to introducing a new CEO 
into a medium sized organization. The CEO perspective of this case provides a unique 
insight into the journey of a CEO integrating both personal and professional goals into the 
setting. The window of opportunity that arises for a new CEO to effect change is an 
important insight for management and organizational communication students. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Elliott Jameson struggled with the new cappuccino machine. He really needed a good coffee before 
this meeting. These things are never simple, he thought. But then again, nothing lately had been simple 
(so why would using the new coffee machine be any different)? When he took on the CEO role at Waters 
& O’Neil three weeks ago, he knew he had a challenge to make the company stronger and more efficient. 
He also knew he would have to shake things up. However, he had underestimated the power of the past; 
he already knew that his presence threatened to destabilise the power structures that, on the surface, 
appeared to welcome and embrace change, but covertly resisted it. These challenges, he had since 
discovered, went to the very heart of the organization. As a MBA graduate, Jameson recognised that the 
hiring of a new CEO represented both a tangible and a symbolic opportunity for change in any 
organization. His aim was both to capitalise on opportunities available to him in this new leadership 
position and to use his strengths in communicating a new vision for the company. But how would he do 
this in the short window of opportunity he felt he had? His thoughts went back to his upcoming meeting 
with the communication consultant in an hour. He glanced at the cappuccino machine – the light was on, 
it was ready. It had a green light – green for go.  
 
CHANGING THE GUARD 
 Waters & O’Neil appointed Mr. Elliott Jameson to the position of chief executive officer (CEO) in 
August 2005. The stated priorities of the position were to improve organizational profitability, to 
strengthen corporate governance and to increase organizational efficiencies.  
Jameson came to the organization with both a highly respectable work history in change 
management and leadership and appropriate academic qualifications. At 42 years of age, Jameson’s 
recent positions included a year as a management consultant in strategy and change management and a 
three year contract as chief strategy and marketing officer for a government-owned corporation. Prior to 
this, he held senior management positions in large, multi-national corporations in Australia, UK, Canada 
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and the USA. Jameson held an engineering degree and an MBA.  His MBA was completed at a leading 
institution where he received high grades in all subjects, particularly in strategic marketing, change 
management and communication.  
A key motivation for Jameson taking the position at Waters & O’Neil was the opportunity it offered to 
genuinely lead a medium-sized organization through an evolutionary change program. He also thought 
this position would consolidate his experience, professional goals and qualifications. At interview, 
Jameson responded to Chairman Ron Sheppard’s question about why he wanted the job in this way: “I 
can see that Waters & O’Neil are in difficulty at the moment. It has a highly professional and capable work 
team, led by people who have every intention to want the organization to grow. They are also struggling 
to find a way to do it effectively. I feel I can make a tremendous contribution to improving and growing the 
business”.  
 
ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 
 
Waters & O’Neil were a national service organization providing project and asset advisory services to 
the property and construction industry. The services offered by the company were, by industry standards, 
quite extensive. These included asset advisory services of acquisition, ownership or disposal, and project 
advisory services covering all stages of the construction project including feasibility, project planning, 
design and documentation, tender, and construction. Value-added services also offered by Waters & 
O’Neil included quantity surveying, property tax deductions, project management, building consulting, 
building regulations and compliance.  
The company was established in 1985 by Robert Lindsay and John Waters and had enjoyed strong 
growth over the last 20 years. When David O’Neil joined the company in 1989 as a new partner, the 
company name was changed to Waters & O’Neil to project a stronger market position (see table 1 for 
historical timeline of organization). Walters & O’Neil currently employed more than 160 permanent staff  
 
TABLE 1 
HISTORICAL TIMELINE OF WATERS & O’NEIL 
 
1985 Robert Lindsay & Waters opened its doors to service 
property owners 
1986 Sydney office opened to service property owners 
1987 Brisbane office opened to service property owners 
1989 Expanded range of services to include traditional QS 
work, David O’Neil joins organization. 
1989 Name changed to Waters & O’Neil 
1996  John Waters retired 
1999 Acquired Ralph Beattie Bosworth in Queensland 
1999 Additional services offered through Waters & O’Neil 
Consulting 
2000 Gold Coast office opened with a full suite of services 
2000 The firm achieved a milestone of 100 permanent 
employees 
2000 David O’Neil retires 
2001 Brisbane moved to current address at 180 Queen Street 
2001 Sydney moved to current address at 370 George Street 
2001 Opened Adelaide Office 
2004 Melbourne moved to current address at 25 Collins Street 
2004 Launch of new corporate brand identity 
2005 New Chairman appointed to the board 
2005 20 years of service 
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across five geographical regions. Staff were decentralised and located in all major Australian capital cities 
including Brisbane, Sydney, Adelaide, Melbourne, Darwin and Perth (see figure 1 for organizational. 
structure). Consistent with the demographics of the Australian construction industry, the organization was 
male dominated (80% male) and youthful (median age was 33), with most professional staff having a 
tertiary education.  Staff were organised in service streams within market-oriented businesses, each with 
a director who had both national service and line management responsibilities. National service decision 
making was local; however, with the appointment of Jameson, changes were made to accountabilities 
and aligning reporting requirements. 
 
 
FIGURE 1 
ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 
 
 
 
CEO 
Gordon Rodes 
Corporate 
Services 
 
Adrian Whitaker 
Property Tax and 
Asset Advisory 
Paul Ellem 
Quantity 
surveying 
Simon Ezzy 
Business 
Consulting 
 
Peter Layman 
Business 
Development 
Brisbane staff Perth staff Adelaide and 
Darwin staff 
Melbourne 
staff 
Sydney staff 
Board of 
Directors 
(Chair: Ron 
Sheppard) 
 
  
ORGANISATIONAL ENVIRONMENT 
 
Waters & O’Neil operated in a highly competitive environment. As most of the major infrastructure 
and construction projects were managed by government or major corporations, the influence of social, 
economic, political and environmental forces were significant on Waters & O’Neil’s key business model. 
Some of these external influences include:  
• public/private investment in public infrastructure, such as schools, roads and community 
facilities  
• regulatory and investment influences on environmentally sustainable building practices   
• impact of interest rates, superannuation and property trusts on industry practices 
• dominance of industrial and commercial projects – particularly international 
• increasing competitor sophistication of marketing and public relations activities 
To better understand and manage their position in this environment, Waters & O’Neil invested 
considerable funds to acquire market intelligence and information on their operating environment from 
informed and independent research organizations. Expert commentary and statistics were used or 
interpreted by Waters & O’Neil to keep clients informed on current conditions that could impact their 
business.  
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COMPETITIVE ENVIRONMENT 
 
Waters & O’Neil’s competitors were primarily large, international firms (see table 2). Waters & 
O’Neil’s ‘one stop shop’ suite of services were not matched by many of these organizations due to the 
broad nature of skills required to provide such an extensive range of service. Although Waters & O’Neil 
were the market leaders in property tax advisory services – a specialisation that had been built over the 
last 20 years – many of their competitors were also building skills and knowledge in this area; this position 
was increasingly under threat. Management also acknowledged that even with this positioning, the 
organization generally suffered from the perception they were ‘minor players’ in the property and 
construction industry and were not sufficiently equipped to respond to larger scale infrastructure project 
requirements.  
 
TABLE 2 
WATERS & O’ NEIL COMPETITOR SUMMARY 
 
Competitors  
Davis Langdon & 
Seah International 
 
Davis Langdon and Seah International – provided a range of 
management and consulting services in infrastructure, construction and 
property. Had 85 offices, based in all major economic clusters, and 
boasted global knowledge of the construction and property markets.  
Rider Hunt Levett & 
Bailey 
(International) 
A property and construction consultancy. Had offices in over 40 
countries and offered a wide variety of services for construction projects. 
Currie & Brown 
(International)
Operated in 50 countries to manage risk and deliver value in the use, 
modification, repair and construction of built assets of every kind, from 
sea-bed pipelines to the world's tallest buildings. Long history. Head 
office located in London.  
Page Kirkland 
Group 
(International)
A property consultancy covering the full spectrum of the international 
property and construction industry – from project inception to 
completion, maintenance and lifecycle costings, and disposal. Had 300 
permanent staff across 14 countries. 
Rawlinsons 
(Australia) 
Provided construction cost and management services to the property 
and construction industries. Operating for 50 years. Boasted they were 
the industry experts behind the Rawlinsons Australian Construction 
Handbook and the revolutionary CostX software. Had offices in Sydney, 
Brisbane, Melbourne, Canberra, Cairns, the Gold Coast, Adelaide and 
Perth.  
Napier & Blakeley 
(Australia) 
Australian firm with 22 years experience – covering the full range of 
property consulting, taxation and building advisory services. Offices 
were located in all Australian cities. 
Donald Cant Watts 
Corke (Australia) 
Australian company with more than 30 years of experience in 
construction and project management services. Offices located in 
Melbourne, Canberra, Brisbane, Sydney and Kuala Lumpur.  
 
ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE, CHANGE AND LEADERSHIP 
 
Jameson knew the importance of organizational culture on Waters & O’Neil’s ability to embrace or 
impede change. In the employee orientation manual, the Walters & O’Neil culture was described as 
follows: 
• Contribution and life balance 
• Can do attitude with clients and colleagues 
• Trust in, and respect for, our colleagues 
• Responsiveness and communication 
• Continuous development 
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• Quality and accuracy. 
The organization’s vision and mission statements were:   
Vision:  to be the recognised leader, in quality and size, in providing independent, accurate, 
timely and commercial information to the Australian property and construction industries. 
Mission: to make property more valuable by minimising costs, risks and maximising returns for 
property owners, investors, developers, and users. 
The mission statement supported the market and customer-orientated identity of the company. The 
company contracted external research organizations to conduct employee climate and external client 
research every two years. The last survey, completed 12 months ago, indicated that employees highly 
valued client relationships. Jameson noted this fact in his initial welcome and introduction to staff. He had 
undertaken a series of boardroom lunches in the second week of his appointment and his discussions 
with staff from all levels confirmed this strong orientation to client service. This focus, though, was not 
reflected as strongly by the directors. Jameson remained surprised at the strength of the staff’s 
commitment to customers, particularly in light of the range of changes that they had experienced in the 
last five years. 
 
HISTORY OF CHANGE 
 
Waters & O’Neil had a history of episodic organizational changes and restructuring to improve 
organizational efficiency, improve skills and capacity and to strengthen key service delivery areas. Often 
this was reflected in micro adjustments, such as changes in position descriptions and individual 
responsibilities. However, as Jameson noted, this appeared to be more reactive than reflective or 
strategic. The goal “to grow” was a decision by management to consolidate what they had and to 
effectively become a ‘bigger fish’ in the Australian property-and-construction industry. However, while 
many of the directors excelled in their chosen speciality, their ability to unite and grow the organization in 
a series of well-considered and executed steps was challenging for them as a group. What was becoming 
apparent to Jameson now was the perception of “owners” verses “leaders;” of protecting “what is” versus 
taking a risk for "what could be.” 
The board had made a number of changes reflecting their ability to take risks. In 2000, the 
organization undertook a complete rebranding effort changing logos and corporate colours, and 
employing facilitators to conduct a series of strategic planning events for all staff which discussed future 
growth, planning and goals. As a result of these efforts, a staff climate survey reported a general feeling 
of optimism and support for the organization and its ability to be successful in the future. Most staff (85%) 
reported that they had a high level of support for, and confidence in, senior management to successfully 
lead the organization into the next decade. 
A significant setback to this position was the series of unsuccessful appointments to the general 
manager position. Between late 2000 and 2004, in succession, three highly-qualified and suitable 
candidates had been appointed to the general manager (GM) position only to leave within three months. 
This left the board and employees disillusioned. All three GMs had espoused new visions, goals and 
inspired employees to embrace change. Then they left. Unfortunately, the board took no action to further 
develop these claims. Jameson had been aware of this from his research on the organization when he 
was considering the CEO position. His conclusion was that the general manager position had limited 
power but had significant responsibilities to effect change – similar to what he was now required to do. 
For example, in the delegated authority policy, the GM position had similar delegated authority as the 
administration manager position. The GM’s limited powers constrained any real effort to effect change 
that involved the owners (equity directors). As part of the CEO’s due diligence before taking the role, 
Jameson questioned the equity directors on the responsibilities and proposed organisational structure to 
support the changes needed. The chairman responded by further clarifying the CEO’s role to other 
directors to be accountable for the entire operation of the organisation supported with the appropriate 
levels of authority to execute the role effectively. His was not a corporate services role but the most senior 
executive role in the organisation. 
The introduction of Jameson as new CEO resulted in significant changes to decision making and 
reporting. These changes, in effect, shifted the organization from a decentralised to a centralised 
structure. One of Jameson’s key priorities on entering the organization was to gain critical understanding 
about the nature and consequences of past, recent and committed organizational decisions. 
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LEADERSHIP CHANGES 
 
Prior to Jameson’s appointment as CEO in August 2005, Walters & O’Neil was led by an equity 
director with no prior experience running an organisation. As a consequence, the organisation had not 
achieved performance expectations for some time and needed significant change to be profitable. This 
allowed the new CEO to appoint the previous incumbent to focus more on business development 
activities for which he was better suited. 
At the September 2003 board meeting, the board endorsed a decision to appoint a corporate general 
manager (CGM) to take on the administrative role and to ideally commence a series of organizational 
changes. The board acknowledged, given the nature of equity partnerships and the need for improved 
performance and governance, that a manager with greater legal and directive powers was required. 
Hence, in late 2005, the GM position was eliminated and the new positions of Human Resources 
Manager, Marketing Manager and Chief Financial Officer (including IT) were created by the new CEO to 
be filled in early 2006. 
 
EQUITY PARTNERS 
 
The board of Waters & O’Neil consisted of six equity partners (see table 3). Each partner had an 
active management role in the organization and was responsible for a specific geographical area of the 
business. The exception was the non-executive director and chairman of the board, Mr. Ron Sheppard. 
His role remained exclusive to board duties.  
Waters & O’Neil introduced equity partners as a source of funding to raise capital for expansion. The 
company started with two partners in 1987 (the original partners retired from the business in 1996 and 
2000). They introduced two equity partners in 1989, in 2000 and, most recently, two in 2005. All of the 
equity partners were hired as salaried employees in Walters & O’Neil and were offered the opportunity to 
be an equity partner after a period of performance and mutual expressed desire to become a partner. No 
published criteria for being an equity partner was available to employees. The approach was based on 
individual relationships with current directors/ equity partners. 
The performance of each partner had historically been judged on their ability to make a profit for the 
organization. Each partner had been required to appraise his own performance in response to this key 
criterion and to respond, generally, to directions from the managing director (also an equity partner). No 
clear performance review was conducted and no clear policy for non-performance was in place. 
Governance was implicit in the role, and while transparency was currently not an identified issue, the 
management model relied on sound ethical decisions by each individual partner. Jameson observed that 
this had resulted in a somewhat laissez-faire style of management with no notable consequences for 
behaviours that were not in the interest of the organization. Over the past three weeks he was alerted to 
several occasions where equity partners had made decisions that had organization-wide consequences, 
yet technically had no clear relationship to their professional responsibilities. These included: 
• Conducting confidential business discussions excluding CEO participation 
• Pursuing new opportunities without consultation or appropriate approvals 
• Continuing to invest in adhoc projects without a business plan 
• Expecting other employees to respond to performance goals without the same 
expectation for themselves 
• Not being open to feedback as part of performance discussions 
• Resistant to discussion about investing in capacity building requirements for the 
organisation including human resources, information technology and marketing. 
 Yet, Jameson acknowledged, this innovative entrepreneurial spirit and style had certainly been 
successful for the organization early on; now, however, this free-wheeling style provided poor cultural role 
modelling, a lack of consistency and leadership in strategy, policy and process.  
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TABLE 3 
BOARD OF DIRECTORS 
 
Name Background Joined 
W&O 
Qualifications
Ron Sheppard - 
Chairman (Non-
Executive- Equity) 
 
Ron was a professional director specialising 
in small to medium sized companies 
operating in agriculture, manufacturing, and 
financial advisory industry. His current 
appointments were Chairman Fresh Farm 
Pty Ltd, Chairman Solarnuts Pty Ltd 
2005. Commerce Accounting 
Procedures Certificate, 
Bachelor of Legal Studies, 
FFAID 
Gordon Rodes - 
Director, 
Corporate 
Services – Equity 
Partner 
Gordon had more than 30 years of 
experience in the property and construction 
industry. His work experience included 
senior positions held with international 
construction and project management 
corporations. 
1987  Diploma Quantity 
Surveying, AAIQS and 
MAICD. 
Adrian Whitaker –
Director -  property 
tax and asset 
advisory- – Equity 
Partner 
With more than 25 years experience, Adrian 
held senior positions with international 
construction and Quantity Surveying firms 
both in the US, UK and Australia. 
1988 Associate Diploma in 
Construction Management 
Diploma in Project 
Management (Property). 
Paul Ellem 
Director- quantity 
surveying – Equity 
Partner 
Paul had worked in the industry for more 
than 26 years in a number of construction 
companies including a multinational quantity 
surveying firm. 
1996. Qualified MCIOB 
Simon Ezzy 
Director - 
Business 
Consulting - – 
Equity Partner 
With more than 20 years experience in 
quantity surveying and building consulting, 
and 10 years in building and consulting 
services, Simon has held senior positions in 
international firms in the US. 
2000 Bachelor of Applied 
Science (QS) and AAIQS 
Peter Layman – 
Director Business 
Development - – 
Equity Partner 
Peter had more than 10 years experience in 
sales and marketing in the building and 
construction industries. He had held senior 
positions in international firms in the UK and 
Australia. 
1999 Diploma (sales 
management) 
 
OPPORTUNITY FOR CHANGE 
 
On Jameson’s appointment, the board had stated that they wanted him to lead a change program to 
enable the organization to take on larger, higher value and higher quality projects. Implicit in this 
statement was identifying the changes required across all levels of the organization, particularly in 
managing governance, performance and growth. 
Jameson knew that he needed to establish his credibility in order to effectively lead these people. He 
knew that to effect any type of change he needed to clearly position himself as a leader with vision, 
strength and power. He also needed to fully understand the real influences on the equity partners and 
respond to these to allow a participative approach to managing change. Initially he identified a number of 
priorities, but these were randomly prioritised. These included: 
• Clarify the ambiguities of previous general manager roles – and how his role would be  different 
(acknowledging most people do not know the difference between a general manager and a CEO) 
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• Signpost that changes would be made to reflect a new era of growth and efficiencies 
• Articulate a clear new organization vision and mission – ultimately generating confidence and a 
new culture  
• Develop healthy relationships with senior and middle level staff 
• Appoint Directors and managers to roles that better matched their skill sets and personal 
development plans which were supported with ongoing 360 degree leadership feedback  
• Communicate with all levels of the organization with strength and a vision of leadership. 
These were just some of his thoughts, and he knew this was not a linear process. Jameson 
considered communication as a critical component of an organizational change program. He had called a 
meeting with the communication consultant that Walters & O’Neil had hired for a number of projects. He 
really wanted to get her view on this challenge. Using an external communicator appeared to be a wise 
move at this point as it was important that his communication effort be viewed as credible and strategic. 
He wanted the consultant to advise him on an approach that would tackle the internal communication and 
cultural changes that he considered a barrier to change. There was a knock on the door and his personal 
assistant’s face popped around the door frame, “Your 8 A.M. appointment is here Elliott,” she said. 
 
 
